The severe shortage of black chartered accountants (CAs) in South Africa highlights the need for equity in the development of future accountants. However, despite the transformation initiatives that had already been introduced by then, at the end of 2001, black CAs were still grossly underrepresented in the membership of the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA). Furthermore, black trainee accountants still experienced cultural and social alienation, hostility and mistrust in their ability, resulting in their not reaching their full potential.
Introduction
In a letter to the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA), congratulating it on its 25 th birthday in September 2005, President Thabo Mbeki remarked that a chronic shortage of black chartered accountants (CAs) in South Africa could hold back the country's economic growth. According to him, there is an urgent need to increase the number of black accountants in South Africa, not only to transform the accountancy profession, but to help fight the 'pervasive cancer of corruption' (Mbeki 2005) .
One of the main challenges facing post-apartheid South Africa is the transformation of its society from a society which lacks equity and is unrepresentative of the country's demographics as a whole, to a society which is representative and able to compete in a global economy (Mabena 2000) . To achieve equity in the chartered accountancy profession, this profession has spent millions of rands on transformation initiatives over the past 18 years (SAICA 2006a) . However, despite the efforts of various role players in the development and advancement of black trainees in the South African accountancy profession, black CAs had only risen to 6.7% of the total number of CAs by the end of 2001 (ABASA 2006) . Since then the proportion has risen by only about one percentage point a year (ABASA 2006) . By the end of 2001, there were 1 336 black CAs (Boshoff & Carstens 2003) out of a black population of 41 million, although black people constituted 90 per cent of the total population according to the 2001 South African census (Statistics South Africa 2006a) . By the end of 2005, still only 2 568 (11%) of the 24 291 chartered accountants in South Africa were black (SAICA 2006b) .
One of the main problems encountered in increasing the number of black CAs in South Africa is that the process of qualifying as an accountant is traumatic for many black trainees and that this process may undermine their confidence in themselves, their abilities and their culture (Rawana 1996) . Black people in South Africa were brought up with a different set of cultural values from that common in global business, and often in a language other than English, the lingua franca of commerce. This background has not prepared them for a white business and social arena. This contributes to the creation of negative racial stereotypes, low expectations and sub-optimum interaction (Van Greuning 1986:38) . Boshoff and Carstens (2003) investigated apartheid's influence on the demography of the South African chartered accountancy profession up to 2001. They found that the problems that black trainee accountants experienced -as identified in a study commissioned by the Association for the Advancement of Black Accountants of Southern Africa (ABASA 1995) in 1995 largely corresponded with the findings of a study conducted by Van Greuning (1986:221-229) in 1986. They reported that black trainee accountants still experienced cultural and social alienation, hostility and isolation and felt that their ability was not trusted, resulting in their not being allowed to reach their full potential. Boshoff and Carstens's (2003) comparison between the Van Greuning and ABASA studies therefore reveals that limited progress had been made between 1986 and 1995 in addressing the problems encountered by black trainee accountants. Boshoff and Carstens (2003) concluded that, despite all the equity development initiatives already taken, by 2001 the South African chartered accountancy profession had really only taken its first steps toward redressing the legacy of apartheid.
Purpose of and background to the study
The purpose of the study on which this article reports was, firstly, to investigate the progress made in transforming the accountancy profession in South Africa since 2001, and, secondly, to conduct a detailed study on the obstacles which black trainee accountants still encounter in their adaptation to the profession and in their development as CAs.
Racial changes in the accountancy profession are currently mainly driven by SAICA. Transformation initiatives were already introduced in 1974 -when the Public Accountants' and Auditors' Board, which was recently renamed the Independent Regulatory Board for Auditors (IRBA), established a joint committee with the National Board of Chartered Accountants to promote the accountancy profession (Potter 1978:7) . Nevertheless, black CAs were still grossly underrepresented in the membership of SAICA by the end of 2001, as Boshoff and Carstens (2003) reported.
In 2002, SAICA accelerated its transformation initiatives by introducing a new project. This project is the R62 million Thuthuka project, which SAICA runs together with the Departments of Labour and Education and the private sector (Ryan 2005) . Despite this initiative, by the end of 2005, whites still dominated the accountancy profession, representing 89% of all members of SAICA by 31 December 2005. This highlights the need for an in-depth look at the progress made since 2001 in addressing the obstacles that black trainee accountants encounter in becoming CAs.
The results of this study could provide CA firms, SAICA, the IRBA, ABASA and any other parties committed to achieving equity in the accountancy profession with valuable information regarding the obstacles that black trainee accountants currently encounter in their advancement in the accountancy profession. This information could assist them in addressing these problems. 
Research design and method

Overall research design and method
The overall design of and method employed in this study can be summarised as follows:
Existing literature was reviewed, firstly, to determine the progress made since 2001 to increase the number of black CAs in the accountancy profession; and, secondly, to review the previous research been conducted on how certain aspects hamper the development and advancement of black trainee accountants in the accountancy profession.
Taking into account the information gathered in the course of the literature review, a standardised questionnaire was designed and distributed to obtain detailed information on the views of black trainee accountants regarding the obstacles they currently face in the accountancy profession.
The responses to this questionnaire were analysed and interpreted, taking into account the results of the literature review, to report on the views of black trainee accountants on the obstacles regarding their adaptation to the profession and their development as CAs.
Data collection
The process followed in the development and use of the questionnaire referred to above is set out below. (A copy of the questionnaire is available on request from the author.)
The findings of the literature review (see Section 4 of this article) were used to conceptualise and operationalise the areas and elements that the researcher had identified as obstacles that black trainee accountants may encounter in the accountancy profession (see Section 4.2, below). These elements were then incorporated into the questionnaire. The questionnaire contained statements describing possible obstacles, questions regarding respondents' biographical details, and an invitation to comment on the respondents' own concerns, expectations and experiences as black trainees.
In respect of the statements, the respondents used a four-point Likert scale to indicate the extent to which they thought the aspect mentioned in each statement might influence their development and advancement in the accountancy profession (4 = "strongly agree", 3 = "agree", 2 = "disagree" and 1 = "strongly disagree"). Respondents' biographical profiles provided background information. These profiles were also used to identify any statistically significant differences in their views that might be based on their biographical profile.
The questionnaire was e-mailed to 1 054 black trainee accountants in the Training Inside Public Practice (TIPP) programme at accountancy firms in South Africa. The TIPP programme was chosen because it represents a homogenous environment and approximately 90% of all black trainees in South Africa are registered in this programme. The questionnaires were sent out four times over a period of two months. Questionnaires were distributed to 85% of the black trainees at accountancy firms in South Africa where at least five black trainees are employed. Firms where fewer than five black trainees are employed were excluded due to the vast number of firms involved, which created logistical problems in obtaining the trainees' e-mail addresses. The names and work addresses of the trainees involved were obtained from SAICA. Responses were received from 182 black trainees (a 17% response rate).
Data analysis
The data were subjected to several forms of analysis. Firstly, the results of trainees' responses to the statements in the questionnaire were summarised. Then the Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis tests were used to identify statistically significant differences in the respondents' views on the basis of their gender, of whether they have their own transport or not, of the region in which they work and of the level of their qualifications. The summary results were then compared to the findings of previous studies, as identified in the literature review. These combined results, together with any identified significant differences, were then used to develop a qualitative description of the obstacles currently encountered by black trainees in the accountancy profession. Table 1 below. The above information is graphically presented in Figure 1 : Table 2 below. The above information is graphically presented in Figure 
Obstacles identified in previous research studies
A number of research studies have been conducted on the obstacles that black trainees encounter in becoming CAs. Van Greuning (1986:221-229 ) conducted a detailed study among black CAs who had completed their articles to ascertain which aspects hampered their development and advancement in the accountancy profession. He concluded that they experienced the following problems, among others:
racism; an identifiable lack of commitment to their development by the top managements of auditing firms; a lack of sensitivity towards the problems of black trainees; excessive idle time; having to change over from a totally black world to a totally white world; and a lack of business awareness. Research cited in African Business (1994) revealed that cultural differences were often interpreted as a lack of the social skills needed to succeed in the corporate environment. This often causes normal, healthy rivalry between colleagues to take on a racial aspect, where black colleagues are seen as token appointments and white peers believe that their black colleagues will be promoted based on their race only. Roberts (1997:19) also found that black professionals had to contend with cultural alienation, as well as hostility and constant undermining, and that this led them to experience isolation.
The main findings of a study commissioned by ABASA in 1995 on the frustration that black trainees face in qualifying as CAs revealed the following (Rawana 1996): black trainees are expected to become assimilated into the internal culture of the firm, and thus cultural conformity rather than diversity is stressed; black trainees feel that they are not given sufficiently challenging tasks; and white trainees are perceived by black trainees to receive a more well-rounded training and tend to be exposed to a wider and more complex range of accountancy work. Research among black trainees in some of the larger auditing firms indicated that they believe they are underexposed compared to white trainees, because managers take into account an individual's communication skills, how presentable the person is, whether the person has personal transport and his/her willingness to work overtime when managers select audit teams. Such criteria often automatically exclude the selection of a black team member (SAICA 1999) .
In a research project undertaken by Koornhof and Lubbe (2000) , a number of the black trainees who were interviewed mentioned that they felt that their abilities were not trusted and that consequently they were not given the same level of responsibility as their white counterparts. They did, however, comment that some of the firms did supply additional support and had put mentoring systems in place. Similarly, in SAICA's education and training discussion forum, black trainee accountants commented that they find that black trainees are not given the same treatment and exposure as their white counterparts and are often used as fronts on big audits (SAICA 2006d).
A further problem that has been identified is the wide gap between students from historically disadvantaged schools and formerly white schools (Sunday Times 2005). Students at historically disadvantaged schools mostly do not have ready access to information, for example, the internet, and some of them are exposed to the internet only at university. Black trainee accountants also commented that they find it extremely difficult to articulate their views in a language which is unfamiliar to them due to the inadequate basic schooling they received (SAICA 2006e). They feel that it is a definite disadvantage not to be able to write their qualifying examinations in their mother tongue. They struggle to understand the examination questions, and then still have to deal with the subject's technicalities (SAICA 2006f).
Empirical research findings
Introduction
This section contains an analysis, an interpretation and a discussion of the responses to the research questionnaire. Findings are contextualised throughout this section by providing background and explanations from the relevant literature reviewed.
Biographical profile of the respondents
The biographical information obtained from the black trainees is set out below.
Gender
Of the 182 respondents, 51% were female. Currently, 49% of the black trainee accountants in South Africa are female (SAICA 2006g) . The gender distribution of the respondents thus approximated the gender distribution of the total number of black trainee accountants in the country.
Age
The age distribution of the respondents is set out in Table 3 . A total of 75% of the respondents were between 22 and 26 years old, which approximates the average age of trainee accountants in their three-year training period, after four years of studying. Qualifying as a CA involves a minimum of four years study at an accredited tertiary education institution; three years towards a B Com accountancy degree and then one year completing the Certificate in the Theory of Accountancy (CTA) or an equivalent. Thereafter candidates are required to write Part 1 of the qualifying examination set by SAICA, and after a minimum of 18 months of their three-year training contract, they are required to write the public practice examination set by the IRBA (SAICA 2006h).
Region
The different regions in which the respondents worked are set out in Table 4 . The spread between the provinces in which the respondents worked closely approximates the employment of people per province in the financial, insurance, real estate and business services sector, according to the 2001 South African census (Statistics South Africa 2006b). This census indicates that 46% of the people employed in the abovementioned sector work in Gauteng, 15% in KwaZulu-Natal, 26% in the Western Cape, the Eastern Cape and the Free State and 13% in the other provinces (Statistics South Africa 2006b).
Highest academic qualification
The distribution of the respondents' highest academic qualifications is set out in Table 5 . Of the respondents, 33% are still studying towards their post-graduate CTA qualification and 3% towards their degree. This means that 36% of the respondents are studying parttime and are consequently less qualified than the rest of the respondents, which could have affected their responses.
Transport
The respondents were asked whether they had own transport or not. Of the respondents, 37% indicated that they did not have their own transport. This means that they have to travel with laptops, files, etc. using public transport, which might indicate a limitation on their ability to go out on audits and also on their ability to work overtime.
Obstacles
A summary of the responses to the statements in the questionnaire, as well as a comparison between the summarised results and the findings of previous studies, as identified in the literature review, are presented in this section. Table 6 contains a summary of the results relating to the statements on a possible lack of exposure. Of the respondents, 69% agreed that they were exposed to sufficient opportunities for training and development to be an accountant, 76% agreed that they were exposed to challenging audit assignments, 83% agreed that they got enough practical hands-on exposure to be able to do the work, and only 24% indicated that they had excessive idle time during working hours. Respondents without post-graduate qualifications and those without transport were generally a little less optimistic. This might be attributed to the fact that the trainees with the highest qualifications and trainees with transport tend to be selected to go out on audits. This could lead to a situation where some trainees -those with lesser qualifications and without transport -spend less time on audits and more time in the office, and consequently to their not getting enough experience and thus not being able to perform at the same level as those trainees who go on many assignments. Table 7 contains a summary of the results for the statements regarding black trainees' exposure in comparison to that of their white counterparts. The responses to the statements concerning their equal exposure in comparison with their white counterparts (see Table 7 ) were generally less positive than the responses to the statements concerning their overall exposure, as presented in Table 6 . Of the respondents 59% disagreed that their white counterparts are exposed to a wider and more complex range of work; and 63% agreed that they are exposed to equal opportunities for growth as their white counterparts, compared with the 69% who agreed that they are exposed to sufficient opportunities for training and development to be an accountant (see Table 6 ). The 71% who disagreed that they are under-utilised in comparison with their white counterparts can be compared with the 76% who disagreed that they have excessive idle time during working hours in Table 6 . The comments indicate that the less positive responses to the statements concerning equal exposure, in comparison with the responses to the statements concerning overall exposure, might be attributable to a lack of interracial interaction, where people trust what is known to them and therefore approach white trainees first to give them the more challenging tasks. Respondents without post-graduate qualifications were again generally less optimistic about their equal exposure, which could be due to the same reasons discussed earlier. Table 8 contains a summary of the results for the statements regarding whether respondents felt that their seniors trust their abilities. Respondents generally agreed that their seniors trusted their abilities: 71% of the respondents agreed (of which 11% strongly agreed) to this statement. The lower percentage (62%) of the respondents who agreed and also the 17% who strongly disagreed that they are given the same level of responsibilities as their white counterparts, might indicate that although they felt that their seniors trusted their abilities, they still felt that their seniors trusted the abilities of their white counterparts more. Table 9 contains a summary of the results for the statements regarding racism experienced by trainees. The respondents were divided on the first statement: 51% disagreed that their superiors assumed that they struggled due to a lack of skills if they saw them struggle, while 49% agreed. This was corroborated by the many comments received regarding pre-conceived perceptions. The trainees felt that they first had to prove these perceptions to be misconceptions before they would be trusted and accepted as worthy and competent. A number of trainees mentioned that they had to work twice as hard to avoid being stereotyped as lazy.
Lack of exposure
Ability not trusted
Racism
Respondents were more united on whether their white counterparts saw them as token appointments and thought they would be promoted above them based on race only: 63% disagreed with this statement. The group of highest qualified trainees disagreed more strongly with this statement, which might indicate that they positively experience that promotions are based on the quality of their work rather than on their race. Many comments regarding employment equity were made, making it clear that the black trainees felt that everybody faces the same challenges, irrespective of race. However, they still find that some of their white counterparts seem to believe that the black trainees will go further than the white ones in the profession only because they are black. As a result they have to prove that they are not offered senior positions for the sake of balancing the firm's employment equity ratios.
It appears as though respondents generally do not experience hostility from their white counterparts, seniors or clients: only 22% agreed that they experienced hostility. However, many comments were made regarding discrimination and racism, making it clear that, although they experienced very little visible discrimination, they believed there was still a long way to go before all their white counterparts would really accept them in the profession. Table 10 contains a summary of the results for the statement regarding the support that black trainees receive. The majority of the respondents disagreed that they experienced a lack of sensitivity towards their specific problems as a trainee, although a notable amount (42%) agreed with this statement. This might indicate that there is a need for special attention to be paid to trainees from previously disadvantaged backgrounds during their training contract and for closer monitoring of their development. Compared to the other respondents, the group of trainees with the highest qualifications generally disagreed more strongly with this statement, which again indicates that the trainees with higher qualifications generally experience fewer problems than the ones who are less qualified. Table 11 contains a summary of the results for the statement regarding the respondents' business skills. Respondents seem very confident about their business knowledge. Of the respondents, 74% disagreed that they had a lack of general business knowledge in comparison with their white counterparts. As would be expected, the group of trainees with the highest qualifications appeared to be the most confident regarding their business skills. Respondents mentioned that they believed they had the same abilities as their white counterparts, although a lack of proficiency in English and Mathematics, as well as other basic business principles which they were not taught in their fundamental years, sometimes still hold them back. Table 12 contains a summary of the results for the questions regarding cultural differences. Although only 29% of the respondents agreed that they found it difficult to conform to the 'internal culture' of their accountancy firm, 57% agreed that their different cultural background influenced their development as accountant and 59% disagreed that they were confident with regard to their social skills. A notable zero per cent strongly agreed that they were confident with their social skills. This might be due to the fact that black people in South Africa are brought up with a different set of cultural values from those of most white people and are therefore not prepared for an alien white business and social arena. This might lead black trainees to experience a lack of confidence in their social skills. This was corroborated by concerns expressed by the respondents about the fact that many black trainees do not attend company social functions because they are uncomfortable socialising with white people. They therefore do not get to know the people they work with very well. They feel that they socialise differently and therefore find it extremely difficult to fit in. Table 13 contains a summary of the results regarding the statements on language. Most of the respondents disagreed with the statement that they find it difficult to articulate their views in another language (70%) and that it is a disadvantage not to write examinations in their first language (72%). Respondents from KwaZulu-Natal generally disagreed less with these statements than the respondents from other regions, which might indicate that the language barrier is generally a greater problem in KwaZulu-Natal than in the other regions. The 33% who agreed (of which 17% strongly agreed) that they would rather study and write examinations in their first language if they had a choice should be seen in conjunction with the comments that students who write examinations in their first language definitely have an advantage in that they are able to express themselves more easily.
Lack of support
Lack of business skills
Cultural differences
Language
Comparison with Van Greuning's study
The percentages in the following table refer to the percentages of the black accountants that answered 'yes' to the questions in the study by Van Greuning (1986:221-229) , referred to in Section 4.2, and to the percentages of the respondents who agreed with the comparative statements in the questionnaires in this study. It is clear from this comparison that there have been vast improvements regarding the first four obstacles identified in the literature review. There has, however, been an alarming increase in the effect of the influence of cultural differences and the lack of social and communication skills. This is corroborated by the less positive summary results relating to cultural differences and social skills in Table 12 , when compared with the summary results for the other statements in the questionnaire.
Conclusions
In this study, the author set out to: report on the current status of transformation in the accountancy profession in South Africa; and identify the obstacles which black trainee accountants currently encounter in their adaptation to the profession and in their development as CAs. This study shows that -despite concerted efforts by various parties interested in achieving equity in the accountancy profession over the last four years -black CAs are still by far the minority group in the profession, constituting only 11% of all SAICA members by 31 December 2005, thus increasing by only 4% since 31 December 2001. However, the results of the empirical study suggest that, although Boshoff and Carstens (2003) found that only limited progress in addressing the problems encountered by black trainee accountants had been made in the period between 1986 and 1995, the situation has improved immensely since.
The empirical study revealed that black trainees currently believe that they receive very good training, but that they still find it more difficult to be a black trainee than they think it is to be a white trainee. Although more than 70% of the respondents agreed that their exposure to challenging assignments was sufficient and that their abilities were trusted, the percentages of those who agreed that they received equal exposure and the same level of responsibilities as their white counterparts were on average 10% lower. It appeared that this could be due to the perceptions the different races have about each other, rather than to visible discrimination.
A lack of business and communication skills in a language other than their first language were identified as minor problems black trainees experience, while the influence of not having their own transport and the need for more counselling and support for black trainees were identified as aspects which need to be addressed. Their different cultural backgrounds and different social skills were identified as the key issues currently hampering their development and advancement in the accountancy profession.
The high percentage (36%) of respondents without post-graduate qualifications, together with the significant differences in the respondents' views on the basis of their level of qualification, indicate that many of the problems that some black trainees experience could be attributed to their pursuing part-time studies and also to their being less qualified than many of their colleagues, both black and white. This highlights the fact that complete equity in the accountancy profession is not something that can be achieved overnight. Setting unrealistic targets might have the opposite effect. The rapid increase of black trainees to 42% of the total number of trainees by 31 December 2005 compared with black CAs constituting only 11% of SAICA members by the same date is an example of this, contributing to the high percentage of black trainees who are underqualified and still studying part-time.
In conclusion, this study has revealed that, above all, people's attitudes towards one another, based on their respective races, cultural backgrounds and social inclinations need to change. There is no doubt that the accountancy profession is driven by good ethics and principles and that the level of education of professionals, both black and white, is very high. It appears that the challenge for black trainee accountants lies in embracing their position and its difficulties and in standing up to be counted on the basis of performance rather than on race.
The author believes that the identification of these obstacles makes a valuable contribution towards assisting CA firms, SAICA, the IRBA, ABASA and other role players in achieving equity in the accountancy profession. The following recommendations are made on the basis of the research:
Students who are offered training contracts before completing their post-graduate studies should be made aware of the difficulties arising from part-time studies and from consequently being less qualified than their fellow trainees (black and white) while completing their training contract. This would prevent differentiation based on qualifications being turned into an issue of race. Mentorship programmes can be introduced to assist the abovementioned trainees in particular. Life-skills training should be given to black trainees throughout their training contracts to help them manage stress and improve their self-confidence and social skills. Workshops could be presented to both black and white trainees in which they learn more about each other's cultures, with the focus on cultural differences. Regular sessions could be held where specific issues, especially relating to perceptions and misconceptions between black and white staff members, are discussed, after which each employee could share some of his or her own experiences in smaller listening groups. Lindahl (2003) provides detailed information on listening groups. An important limitation of the empirical research in this study was that it was based solely on the opinions of certain racial groups. There is therefore a risk in generalising these survey results. Further research based on this research could be conducted to determine the views of white trainee accountants on their concerns, expectations and experiences as white trainees, in comparison with those of their black counterparts.
